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In 1921, at the age of 64, Karl Pearson began a lecture 
course at University College, London, on the history of statis- 
tics. Over the next dozen years, Pearson developed and greatly 
expanded these lectures. He did not attempt to cover the entire 
subject in any one term, but rather each year dealt in depth 
with certain selected aspects or periods. By 1933, however, when 
he retired, he had covered in great detail large portions of 
the history of statistics up through the 19th century. 
Upon Pearson's death in 1936 the manuscripts of these lec- 
tures were found among his papers. Whether or not Pearson him- 
self had earlier modified the manuscripts is not clear. In any 
case, during the next few years Pearson's widow did some arrang- 
ing and editing of the lectures with a view toward their possible 
publication. However, Major Greenwood, Udny Yule, and other 
outside readers strongly advised against publication without 
considerable additional changes and corrections. Now, four de- 
cades later, the lectures have been published by Pearson's son 
as a memorial to his father, somewhat further annotated and 
edited, though presumably not to the extent suggested by Green- 
wood and Yule. 
The result is a very large volume, one that is both less 
and more than the manuscript left by Pearson. On the one hand, 
sizable portions of material have been deleted in the interest 
of saving space. On the other hand, the editor has arranged 
the lectures in broad chronological order, has given a short 
account of their background, has inserted numerous comments of 
his own at various points in his father's text, and has provided 
a name index. The volume comes to us, therefore, as a mixed 
bag, one that is filled with much to admire and instruct, but 
one that also has its weaknesses. 
The idea of having a history of statistics by Karl Pearson 
is an appealing one. It is instructive to see how the biographer 
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of Francis Galton managed a far larger historical topic, one 
involving an entirely different dimension of historical data. 
It is also more than idle curiosity to want to know what the en- 
tire course of that history meant to one of the most eminent of 
early 20th-century biologists and statisticians. For this reason, 
it is disappointing to find that this volume does not tell us 
what Pearson had to say about the world of 19th-century statis- 
tics, about his personal professional formation in that world, 
or about the origins of biostatistics. 
In their present form Pearson's lectures provide often 
rich accounts of the lives of the great 17th and 18th century 
innovators in statistical theory and methodology, together with 
extensive summaries of and technical commentaries on their sta- 
tistical contributions. Pearson makes little attempt to discuss 
the practical applications of statistics, except some of the 
actuarial aspects of life insurance. He has also chosen to deal 
with the history of probability theory in only a limited way, 
mainly as it bore on the development of concepts of deviations 
or other statistical matters. 
Pearson's lectures were personal, chatty, and often infor- 
mal. They reveal a statistician with a deep sensitivity to and 
involvement in his manifold intellectual antecedents. They also 
show an individual who felt that the study of the successive 
innovations in statistics and of their modification in subsequent 
generations was of great importance to the continuing intellec- 
tual development of his field. 
Pearson made a serious, if not entirely successful, effort 
to give his history an "externalist" dimension to go along with 
his extensive analyses of "internal" technical matters. He 
went to considerable lengths to put the statistical thinking 
of the past in the context of its contemporary scientific, po- 
litical, and religious circumstances. In the discussion of 
Edmund Halley's work, this propensity leaves the reader with 
far more information about Halley's contributions to astronomy 
than is possibly appropriate for this volume. However, as ap- 
plied to the "Divine Order" of Siissmilch, Derham, and other 
religiously motivated statisticians, the abundance of background 
material does result in a highly sympathetic treatment or at 
least in a consideration of their work on their own terms. 
As delivered orally by a forceful and enthusiastic indi- 
vidual of great personal charisma, the lectures seem to have 
been well received by the students at University College. Un- 
fortunately, those traits do not carry over into the published 
version sufficiently to allow us to overlook various shortcom- 
ings. Despite his best efforts, Pearson comes across as much 
more the antiquarian than the historian. He shows little under- 
standing of the process of evaluating and using historical evi- 
dence or of separating the significant from the inconsequential. 
Despite some editorial pruning, the lectures are still greatly 
burdened with repetitious passages, interminable minor details, 
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and excessive background discussions of dubious relevance to the 
history of statistics. The editor's introduction, moreover, 
fails to present Pearson's history in a critical framework, while 
the editorial comments scattered through the text regrettably do 
as much to clutter an already complicated format as to provide 
illumination. 
Because of the editor's own personal eminence in the field 
of statistics, practicing statisticians may well welcome this 
volume at least partly owing to their interest in these same edi- 
torial amplifications as well as in the elder Pearson's exten- 
sive statistical analyses. General historians, on the other 
hand, as well as historians of science with only broad interests 
in the statistical past, will find the subject covered much more 
succinctly in standard histories of statistics than in these dif- 
fuse lectures. For their part, historians of mathematics and 
statistics should examine this intriguing artifact despite its 
manifest imperfections, at least in order to compare it with 
the other histories of statistics that were written during the 
early 20th century. 
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During the last ten years, the history of probability theo- 
ry has been the object of numerous studies, notably in articles 
by 0. B. Sheynin Ill; in monographs by L. E. Maistrov and Pierre 
Raymond [2]; in two collections [3] of essays, edited by E. S. 
Pearson, M. G. Kendall, and R. L. Plackett; and in B. L. van der 
Waerden's short historical precis 141 contained in the collected 
works of James Bernoulli. 
Whereas most of these studies intended to emphasize a mathe- 
matician's specific contribution to the development of probabi- 
lity theory, it was Maistrov's intention to provide an explana- 
tion of why, around the middle of the 17th century, probability 
suddenly coalesced into an acknowledged science. Allegedly, ac- 
cording to Maistrov's explanation, economic reasons were mainly 
responsible. 
The English translation of Maistrov's work appeared in 1974, 
i.e., one year before the book under review. Hacking wrote a 
preface to Maistrov's book, in which he sketched his own con- 
trasting views. Actually, Hacking's own study does not concen- 
trate on a purely historical account of specific mathematical 
contributions; instead, its distinguishing feature is an exten- 
sive philosophical analysis of the early ideas about probability, 
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